MINISTRY OF SOCIAL
DEVELOPMENT

TE MANATU WHAKAHIATO ORA

17 SEP 2018

Dear

On 2 July 2018, the Office of Hon Carmel Sepuloni transferred your request to the
Ministry, under the Official Information Act 1982, for information relating to
sanctions. On 13 July 2018, you refined your request for the foliowing information:

1. How many benefits were suspended broken down by region between
September 2014-2017 during the National Government period?

1.
2.
3.

4.

How many people proceeded to review the decision?

How many suspensions were overturned upon review?

Breakdown of the reasons for the suspensions? (with the 2 person
authority, without the 2 person authority and due to excess income)
How many of them were performed by the same staff members in an
office, to see if it's the same person?

2. How many benefits were suspended broken down by region between
September 2017-May 2018? (before implementing the 2 person to sanction

rule)

1.
2.
3

4.

How many people proceeded to review the decision?

How many sanctions were overturned upon review?

Breakdown of the reasons for the suspensions? (with the 2 person
authority, without the 2 person authority and due to excess income)
How many of them were performed by the same staff members in an
office, to see if it’s the same person?

3. How many benefits were suspended broken down by region from June 2018?
(after implementing the 2 person sanction rule)

1.
2.
3

4.

How many people proceeded to review the decision?

How many sanctions were overturned upon review?

Breakdown of the reasons for the suspensions? (with the 2 person
authority, without the 2 person authority and due to excess income)
How many of them were performed by the same staff members in an
office, to see if it’s the same person?

When Work and Income is made aware that a client’s circumstances have changed,
they work to ensure that the client is receiving their correct entitlement and
sometimes they may suspend their benefit to avoid unnecessary debts being
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incurred. A suspension of a benefit is where a client’s payment has been temporarily
stopped.

When it is not clear what a person’s entitlement is, staff are expected to make every
effort to understand the client’s individual circumstances before making the decision
to suspend a client’s benefit. This may include making contact with the client to have
further conversations or asking for follow-up paperwork. Staff members must explore
all options. The decision to suspend is not taken lightly and should not be made by a
single person alone.

In May 2018, the Minister of Social Development announced changes to strengthen
suspension decisions with the aim to ensure that a decision to stop a client’s
payment is fair and reasonable.

The suspension approval process relates to suspensions that use the reason codes
Mlack of representation’ or ‘other’ because in these cases staff members are making
discretionary decisions to suspend a benefit. Staff need to explain to a colleague,
with designated authority, why they want to use their discretion to suspend the
client’s benefit for either of these reasons. The staff member with designated
authority will not give their approval if the suspension action is not appropriate or
there is another process that should be followed.

When a client disagrees with a decision that has been made about their benefit
entitlement, they can review that decision. The benefits review process is designed
to ensure clients have access to an. independent review of entitlement decisions
made about their benefit.

Further information regarding the appeals process can be found on the Ministry’s
website at: www.workandincome.govt.nz/about-work-and-income/complaints/
review-of-decisions.html.

Enclosed are the following three tables:

¢ Table One: The number of benefit suspensions between 1 October 2014 and
30 June 2018, broken down by suspension reason and Work and Income
Region.

e Table Two: The number of Review of Decision applications received that relate
to a benefit suspension, broken down by suspension reason and Work and
Income Region, for the period between 1 October 2014 and 31 July 2018.

e Table Three: The number of Review of Decision applications that relate to a
benefit suspension and have been overturned at the Internal Review or
Benefit Review Committee stages, broken down by suspension reason and
Work and Income Region, for the period between 1 October 2014 and 31 July
2018.

It is important to note that system generated suspensions can occur for all reason
codes. Table One has been broken down by automated and manual user
suspensions. ‘Auto’ shows the number of system generated suspensions and ‘User’
shows those that have been manually suspended by Ministry staff. System generated
suspensions can include where a review of benefit is due and the review form has
not yet been received from the client, or if a Case Manager has loaded a suspension
to action at a future date.
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I am unable to provide you with details about the staff members who have
performed suspensions as it is held in notes on individual case files. In order to
provide you with this information Ministry staff would have to create reporting and
would require staff to manually review thousands of files to ensure it is robust. As
such I refuse your request under section 18(f) of the Official Information Act. The
greater public interest is in the effective and efficient administration of the public
service.

I have considered whether the Ministry would be able to respond to your request
given extra time, or the ability to charge for the information requested. I have
concluded that, in either case, the Ministry’s ability to undertake its work would still

be prejudiced.

The principles and purposes of the Official Information Act 1982 under which you
made your request are:

e to create greater openness and transparency about the plans, work and
activities of the Government,

e to increase the ability of the public to participate in the making and
administration of our laws and policies and

o to lead to greater accountability in the conduct of public affairs.

This Ministry fully supports those principles and purposes. The Ministry therefore
intends to make the information contained in this letter and any attached documents
available to the wider public shortly. The Ministry will do this by publishing this letter
and attachments on the Ministry of Social Development’'s website. Your personal
details will be deleted and the Ministry will not publish any information that would
identify you as the person who requested the information.

If you wish to discuss this response with us, please feel free to contact
OIA Requests@msd.govt.nz.

If you are not satisfied with this response concerning benefit suspensions, you have
the right to seek an investigation and review by the Ombudsman. Information about
how to make a complaint is available at www.ombudsman.parliament.nz or 0800
802 602.

Yours sincerely

Lo

Kay Read
Group General Manager Client Service Delivery
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